A great deal of attention has been devoted to documenting the legal experiences and knowledge of children involved in the juvenile dependency system (i.e., child protection system). Such insight is critical to inform policies that profoundly affect children and families. However, the experiences and knowledge of another population involved in the dependency system are also critically importantnamely those of the children's parents. Parents' understanding has enormous potential to affect their behaviors, ongoing decisions in the case, and the eventual case outcome. In the current study, 105 parents involved in ongoing juvenile dependency cases were interviewed about their general and case-specific dependency understanding, including their understanding of commonly used dependency terms, the role of dependency professionals, and the purpose of key hearings. Parents, on average, evidenced a limited or partial general understanding of the system. More than half of the sample demonstrated a limited understanding of the judge's specific decisions in their hearings, with 12% demonstrating no knowledge of the decisions rendered. Parents at particular risk for low understanding included fathers, those who were new to the system, those with no prior dependency contact as children, and those from low educational and minority backgrounds. Practical implications and recommendations for family dependency policy, including the need for a standard assessment of parent understanding and programs to improve knowledge, are discussed.
When children experience neglect, abuse, or other forms of maltreatment at the hands of their parents, the entire family can become involved with social services, and eventually, the juvenile dependency system. 1 This system has a primary goal of ensuring children's safety and well-being, while also providing services to parents to help them improve upon the challenges that led to the initial social service and legal intervention. For children and parents, being a part of the juvenile dependency process is lifechanging: The decisions rendered throughout the case determine the amount of contact parents and children have with one another; what rehabilitative services are delivered, to whom, and for how long; and the permanent legal guardianship arrangement for children that will last into adulthood.
Despite the gravity of the decisions made in juvenile dependency cases and the effects of those decisions for the entire family, virtually nothing is known about the extent to which all relevant participants in a case understand what is happening. One key group has been studied-the children. They have been removed from home because of suspected or substantiated maltreatment (Block, Oran, Oran, Baumrind, & Goodman, 2010; Quas, Cooper, & Wandrey, 2009) and are now navigating a system guided by a "best interests of the child" standard (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2016b; Fla. Stat. § 39.810, 2017) . As such, studying children's understanding and experiences is critical. However, parents are also directly and personally involved, and their understanding is perhaps equally critical, at least for the progression and eventual outcome of the case and, as a consequence, for the children's and family's future.
From a practical and theoretical perspective, insight into parents' understanding of the dependency system is relevant to a number of ongoing debates. These include debates concerning parental rights, family autonomy (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2016a), and whether formal standards need to be established to ensure adequate participation in what is often viewed as a less formal system (Thoennes, 1991) . Theoretical debates exist as well, concerning how court experiences shape perceptions of legal legitimacy and fairness (Tyler, 2007) , and the psychological health and well-being of participants in legal cases (i.e., therapeutic jurisprudence; Wexler, 2000) . In light of these debates, as well as the undeniable gravity of the decisions rendered in dependency cases, we conducted a much-needed investigation of parents' legal understanding of the dependency system.
We specifically examined how well parents involved in ongoing juvenile dependency cases understand the dependency court process generally (i.e., their ability to define common dependency terms and answer questions about a hypothetical dependency case) and their case specifically (i.e., comprehension of the judge's decision in a hearing that they just attended). We also examined whether general and case-specific understanding were related, and whether demographic and individual-level factors (e.g., race, education, income) predicted legal understanding. Before we turn to our research, we describe the basic logistics and timeline of dependency cases, present a legal and theoretical backdrop for investigating understanding, and review research concerning legal understanding in vulnerable populations.
Logistics and Timeline of a Juvenile Dependency Case
Recent national data indicate that there are 4.1 million reports of child maltreatment in the U.S. annually (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2018) . Of these, 42% are screened out because of insufficient evidence, leaving child protective services (CPS) with 2.3 million reports to investigate further. While most allegations involve neglect (74.8%), a smaller number include alleged physical (18.2%) and sexual (8.5%) abuse (U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2018) . Upon investigation of these allegations, some families may receive in-home services from CPS (Chapters 39 and 409, F.S.; F.A.C. 65C-30). However, if it is determined that the maltreatment is severe or the child appears to be at risk of imminent harm, CPS will submit a petition to refer the child to the juvenile dependency system (Chapters 39 and 409, F.S.; F.A.C. 65C-28).
Once a dependency case is filed, the child may be removed from home and placed in a temporary out-of-home placement (e.g., in Florida, just over 22,000 children were placed in temporary outof-home care in 2015; U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2015) . Parents may secure their own legal representation, or if they cannot afford to do so, the court may assign them an attorney. If both parents are involved, each typically has individual representation. Another attorney is assigned to the child(ren). Each attorney is required to represent the interests of their assigned party.
In many jurisdictions, including the Florida County where the study was conducted, within 72 hours of filing a dependency petition, a Shelter Hearing (similar to a Preliminary Hearing) is held to determine the immediate residence of the child pending further investigation. Next, an Arraignment Hearing is held, during which the parent can admit, deny, or consent to the allegations. If the parent consents or admits to the allegations, a Disposition Hearing is held during which the judge, with considerable input from social service professionals, makes a decision as to what services should be required of the parent to resolve the case and reunify with the child (Weisz, Beal, & Wingrove, 2013) . If, however, the parent denies the allegations, an Adjudication Hearing (i.e., trial) is set. The state then has to prove that the child is unsafe under the care of the parent, and hence, should be dependent. If the judge determines a lack of sufficient evidence to make a finding of dependency, the court may dismiss the case. Conversely, if the maltreatment is substantiated, a Disposition Hearing is held to mandate services (Fla. Stat. § 39.506, 2017 , 39.507, 2017 .
At the Disposition, mandated services may include substance abuse, parenting, or domestic violence classes; individual or family counseling; psychiatric assessments; and more intensive therapies or treatments. The parent is expected to comply with all mandates and is given a timeline to do so. Progress Review Hearings are held (e.g., 3-months, 6-months post disposition) to evaluate the parent's compliance; reassess the child's needs, placement, or treatment; and address other concerns of the family (Office of Children & Families in the Courts, 2009). Modifications made during the Progress Review Hearings may occur as a result of parents' behaviors, efforts, or perceived lack thereof, and can lead to changes in the expected case timeline, the inclusion of new mandates for the parent, or changes in the direction of the case resolution (e.g., from a goal of reunification to permanent out-ofhome placement or adoption). This resolution will ultimately be indicated in the Permanency Hearing.
In most jurisdictions, Permanency Hearings, which determine the child's permanent living situation and final guardianship status, are required to take place within one year of the child's initial removal (42 U.S.C. § 675(5)(C)(2017)). However, this timeline often changes based on Progress Reviews and input from the child, parent, and social services. As a consequence, a sizable percentage of Permanency Hearings take place following a much longer delay.
This heuristic overview of the progression of dependency cases, although useful, is also an oversimplification of a multifaceted and intricate system. In actual cases, nuances exist in the time frames within which hearings occur, the precise order of hearings, and the manner in which evaluations of parents are conducted. Throughout the case, temporary and permanent legal decisions are made. These include, for example, whether a child should be moved to a new home or temporarily returned home; what services or rehabilitative treatments the parent will need to complete; whether, for how long, and under what circumstances the parent will be allowed to visit the child; whether the child's school needs to be informed or changed; and whether the child should become a permanent ward of the state and be available for adoption (Chapter 39, F.S.; Office of the Public Advocate, 2014).
Other decisions focus on whether the parent had adequate time to complete mandated treatment, whether the treatment facility needs to be changed because it was not offering necessary or appropriate services, and how much leniency should be given to a parent who says she is trying to comply but is having difficulties due to any number of reasons (e.g., financial problems, unstable housing, drug addiction, job demands). All of these decisions lead to variations in the progression of individual cases.
Complexities emerge, as well, because of the structure of the juvenile dependency system. As mentioned, separate attorneys are assigned to each parent and to the child(ren) in a given case. Attorneys often carry extremely high caseloads (American Civil Liberties Union of California, 2015; Peters, 2016) and thus have little time to spend with each client, sometimes meeting parents only a few minutes before the Shelter Hearing (this limited contact is not unique to dependency cases-defendants in criminal cases sometimes meet an assigned attorney for the first time just before court; See Backus & Marcus, 2005 ). Children's attorneys (or guardian ad litems) may meet the child just before a hearing if the child is set to attend, but more often may send an investigator to meet the child or may have correspondence only after hearings have been held. The attorney with limited knowledge is then in a difficult position of having to advocate for a child's best interests while also representing the child's desires (these at times conflict). Finally, social services ("the state") is represented by yet another attorney, who has the power to intervene in the role of parens patriae (i.e., assuming responsibility as legal protector of children who are unable to protect themselves; Ventrell, 1998) . The state attorney may have a very different perspective on the case than the parent or child's attorney, leading to common situations in which at least three attorneys, each promoting various agendas, are in court arguing or discussing case details, welfare codes, legal statutes, and the child's best interests.
Although juvenile dependency cases have a common underlying structure, there are also highly variable components, players, and procedures. In addition, court hearings and documents are imbued with legal jargon (e.g., de facto, concurrent planning) that can be difficult to comprehend, especially among individuals with low educational attainment, like many dependency-involved parents (Booth, Booth, & McConnell, 2005; Haight et al., 2002; Johnston & Gabel, 1995; Raub, Carson, Cook, Wyshak, & Hauser, 2013; Smeeton & Boxall, 2011) . All of this, combined with the complexity of the system and the multiple variations in the case, likely makes the dependency court process particularly difficult to understand for the population involved. If parents do not understand what is happening, their responsibilities, the roles of the professionals with whom they interact, the purpose of hearings, and the court orders, it is highly unlikely that parents will be able to comply with court mandates, putting reunification in jeopardy. A first step toward determining whether such a possibility may be occurring is to evaluate how much parents understand during the process as it is unfolding and what predicts that understanding.
Legal and Theoretical Context for Investigating Parent Understanding
Current legislation regarding dependency cases is largely guided by the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997 (P.L. 105-89), which aims to improve the timeliness of child permanency (i.e., safe and stable homes for children). As a part of this national standard, the courts must undertake "reasonable efforts" to reunify birth parents and children (42 U.S.C. § 672(a)(2)(A; ii)), as this is recognized as a primary permanency goal of the dependency system (Wulczyn, 2004) . Of relevance to the current study, parents are entitled to constitutionally afforded due process rights (14th Amendment) and rights related to their legal relationships with their children (Meyer v. Nebraska, 1923; Stanley v. Illinois, 1972; Troxel v. Granville, 2000) . Although some rights vary across states, among these are the right to timely, fair, and impartial court proceedings; to counsel; to be present at hearings; to be informed of the state's allegations; and to present evidence to the court (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2006; Donnelly & Haralambie, 2005; Fla. Stat. § 39.013, 2017 , 39.402, 2017 . Central to these rights is the need to understand the legal process, its potential consequences, and what is occurring in each hearing.
In light of the central need for legal understanding when navigating a dependency case, it is perhaps surprising that there is no "legal right" to a basic understanding of the dependency system and one's case. In criminal and some civil cases, competency standards exist to safeguard defendants who may otherwise have a poor understanding of the legal system and to facilitate defendants' effective participation in their case. According to Dusky v. United States, 362 U.S. 402 (1960) , for example, a criminal defendant must have "sufficient present ability to consult with his lawyer with a reasonable degree of rational understanding and . . . a rational as well as factual understanding of the proceedings against him" to be considered competent to stand trial. No such standards or expectations exist for parents in dependency cases, and in fact, until the present research, the level of these legal participants' understanding generally and of their case specifically has not been the subject of empirical investigation. Of note, parents are entitled to a lawyer who, per American Bar Association (ABA) standards, serves as a legal counselor and advocate (Guggenheim & Sankaran, 2015) . This requirement certainly provides some protection for parents; however, the extent to which parents' attorneys provide them with necessary and requested information is unknown. And, even if attorneys provide this information, it is unknown whether parents are able to digest it and apply it to their cases. The current study served as an important initial investigation of what parents actually know about the system. Insight into dependent parents' legal understanding can also inform theoretical models of justice. According to procedural justice models, for instance, when legal participants perceive institutions to be trustworthy and fair, and hence legitimate, they demonstrate greater compliance, obtain more positive case outcomes, and are less likely to reoffend in the future (Fagan & Tyler, 2005; Penner, Viljoen, Douglas, & Roesch, 2014; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tatar, Kaasa, & Cauffman, 2012; Tyler, 1990 Tyler, , 2006 Tyler, , 2007 see Burke & Leben, 2007) . Legal understanding may well be a prerequisite for and thus contribute to perceptions of legitimacy (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2006; Zimmerman & Tyler, 2010) . From this vantage point, if parents understand the dependency system, they may more readily perceive the system as fair or transparent and therefore legitimate. Such parents may then be more likely to comply with court orders, be present at court hearings, reunify with their children, and, of importance, not recidivate. Investigating parents' understanding is a critical starting point for further tests of procedural justice concepts in the context of juvenile dependency court.
Finally, legal understanding is relevant to therapeutic jurisprudence, which is concerned with how the law relates to one's psychological well-being and the ways in which the law can act as a therapeutic agent (Wexler, 2000) . For parents in dependency cases, the process is likely stressful and overwhelming (Smeeton & This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
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Boxall, 2011). Parents often voice concerns, at least anecdotally, about having to sign documents that they do not understand and navigating a legal process that is confusing (Mason & Selman, 1997; Smeeton & Boxall, 2011) . Identifying gaps in parents' understanding and then finding ways to fill those gaps may serve to improve parents' psychological well-being during the case and ability to follow court mandates (Wexler, 2000) . In summary, the theoretical concepts presented here support the need for research investigating dependency understanding among parents. If understanding affects compliance and reunification outcomes as well-established justice models would suggest, improving parents' knowledge is in the best interest of all parties involved. Likewise, insight into dependent parents' understanding may offer important ideas about new directions for procedural justice and therapeutic jurisprudence research, both of which have yet to be studied in this important population.
Legal Understanding in Vulnerable Populations
Although prior research has not systematically examined legal understanding in dependency-involved parents, such understanding has been investigated in multiple other samples that share common characteristics with parents in the dependency system. These samples include children in the dependency system; adolescent defendants and their parents; youth and adults from ethnically diverse, economically deprived neighborhoods; mentally ill individuals; and criminal defendants with low IQs or substance abuse problems (Block et al., 2010; Fast & Conry, 2004; Grisso, 1997; Hoge et al., 1996; Viljoen, Klaver, & Roesch, 2005; Woolard, Cleary, Harvell, & Chen, 2008) .
Of particular relevance to the present research are studies of legal understanding of the juvenile justice system. Studies have focused on children's and adolescents' general and case-specific understanding, as well as parents' understanding of juvenile defendants' rights and their rights as parents of such defendants (Cooper, Wallin, Quas, & Lyon, 2010; Quas, Wallin, Horwitz, Davis, & Lyon, 2009; Viljoen et al., 2005; Woolard et al., 2008) .
Findings across these lines of work are fairly consistent in revealing significant gaps in general knowledge, with understanding at times being entirely nonexistent or even incorrect. For example, youth in the juvenile delinquency system often fail to fully understand their Miranda rights or recognize attorney-client privilege, believing instead that their attorney will reveal conversations to the judge (Grisso, 1999 (Grisso, , 2000 . Dependent children, as well, often respond with minimal accuracy when asked about the role of key dependency professionals, including judges, attorneys, or social workers (Block et al., 2010; Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009) . In both of these samples, general legal knowledge does improve with age (Grisso et al., 2003; Warren-Leubecker, Tate, Hinton, & Ozbek, 1989) . However, many adolescents still fail to show high levels of legal understanding (Grisso et al., 2003; Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009; Viljoen et al., 2005) . Moreover, although children and adolescents who have been involved in the dependency system (at times extensively) demonstrate somewhat higher levels of legal knowledge than those with no contact, the length of time in the system is only marginally predictive of better knowledge (e.g., Cooper et al., 2010; Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009 ). Thus, with continued exposure, youth do not gain a substantially improved understanding. Similar deficits exist in youth's knowledge of their own case (Block et al., 2010; Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009) , which is perhaps not surprising given relations between children's general and casespecific legal knowledge (Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009 ). For instance, months after removal because of substantiated maltreatment, some dependent youth still could not explain why they were removed, the decisions that were made in a hearing that they just attended, or the next steps in their case (Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009 ). Some even report-incorrectly after a Termination Hearing-that they may be going back home soon to live with their parents.
Very few studies exist concerning parents' legal knowledge, and those that do concern parents' understanding of their child's rights as a defendant and their rights as the child's parent. Results reveal naïve and sometimes incorrect perceptions, among community samples and parents with a child in the delinquency system (e.g., Cleary & Warner, 2017) . Woolard and colleagues (2008) found, for example, that parents commonly incorrectly assume that they will be contacted if their child is identified as a witness or suspect by police, and parents did not know that police can legally lie to them and their child during an interrogation (Woolard et al., 2008) . Other work suggests that parents regularly fail to provide protection when their child is subject to an interrogation (Grisso, 1981; Grisso & Ring, 1979) , and often encourage their adolescent to waive the right to silence and to counsel (Grisso & Pomicter, 1977) . In fact, Viljoen and colleagues (2005) found that, of 11-to 17-year-old juvenile defendants detained in a pretrial detention facility, not one parent advised their adolescent to assert the right to silence.
Together, these lines of work reveal fairly low levels of knowledge among dependent and delinquent youth and parents of delinquent youth. Whether parents who are involved in the dependency system exhibit similar deficits is not known, but likely for several reasons. One is that an estimated 25% of youth who begin as dependents in maltreatment cases end up in the same system as parents because they maltreat their own children (Cleveland, 2017; Egeland, Jacobvitz, & Sroufe, 1988; Zuravin, McMillen, DePanfilis, & Risley-Curtiss, 1996) . Earlier deficits in knowledge may persist. Second, there is a great deal of crossover between dependent and delinquent youth, and by extension, the parents (i.e., dependent youth are estimated to be at a 47% greater risk of juvenile justice system involvement than youth from the general population; Huang, Ryan, & Herz, 2012; Ryan & Testa, 2005; Saeteurn & Swain, 2009 ). Deficits in one domain, particularly about legal rights, are likely to extend to the other.
As a final note, although limitations in legal understanding exist, substantial variability exists as well. Several experiences and characteristics of individuals may predict this variability. For example, individuals who have had prior contact with the legal system tend to demonstrate better knowledge than those who have never been involved (Cooper et al., 2010; Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009 ). However, within legally involved samples, longer time in the system does not significantly predict more accurate understanding, at least in youth, necessitating further exploration of time in system and legal knowledge.
Socioeconomic status (SES), education, and cognitive functioning may also be important to consider. Individuals from higher SES backgrounds and with higher levels of education evidence better comprehension for a range of legal concepts (e.g., the Miranda, interrogation rights; e.g., Viljoen et al., 2005; This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
al., 2008). Likewise, higher average IQ, among parents, has been found to be positively correlated with legal knowledge about their child's rights in delinquency cases (Woolard et al., 2008) . Finally, race and ethnicity have also been related to legal understanding. Woolard et al. (2008) for instance, noted that African American parents were 61% more likely than White parents to be at risk for inadequate legal knowledge. Viljoen et al. (2005) reported that ethnic minority adolescent defendants were more likely than White adolescent defendants to withhold information from their attorneys , perhaps because the former did not understand the attorneys' function or responsibilities. These trends are suggestive of poor legal comprehension, although given confounds often evident in legally involved samples, among SES, education, and race, further investigations are warranted to elucidate how these factors relate to understanding.
Study Overview
In the current study, parents involved in ongoing juvenile dependency cases in Florida were interviewed about their general and case-specific legal understanding. To assess general knowledge, parents were asked to define commonly used dependency terms and were asked questions about a hypothetical vignette involving a dependency case. To assess case-specific understanding, parents were asked about recent decisions and hearings. Finally, parents provided information about their background, family, and prior legal experiences.
Hypotheses were as follows: (a) A majority of parents would lack comprehensive general and case-specific understanding, similar to that observed in other high-risk populations of children, adolescents, and adults (e.g., Woolard et al., 2008) . (b) A positive relation would emerge between general and case-specific understanding (e.g., Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009) . (c) Regarding demographic and background characteristics, being from a lower SES background (i.e., lower income and education) would predict less understanding. Tentatively, with income and education controlled, minority parents would evidence less accurate knowledge than majority-race parents Woolard et al., 2008) . Finally, although length of time in the system is not consistently related to legal understanding in other populations (e.g., Cooper et al., 2010; Quas, Wallin, et al., 2009) , given nuances in the dependency process, and the number of hearings parents are required to attend, parents whose cases had been going on longer would evidence better legal understanding, in general and about their own case.
Method Participants
The sample consisted of 105 parents involved in ongoing juvenile dependency cases (see Table 1 for sample demographics). In each case, either the mother or father participated, with the exception that, in two cases, both parents participated individually. Seventy-nine percent of the parents were mothers. Parents were at least 18 years of age (M ϭ 31.87, range ϭ 19 -62) and had between one and nine children (M ϭ 3, SD ϭ 1.64). The racial/ ethnic breakdown of the sample was 61% African American, 34.3% White, 3.8% Hispanic/Latino, and 1% Multiethnic or other. This composition was similar to that of families in dependency cases across the state of Florida (Annie E. Casey Foundation, Kids Count Data Center, 2017).
Given that a majority of parents were African American or White, a dichotomous variable was created including these two groups; the remaining 4.8% of parents were not included in race analyses to ensure adequate statistical power to detect effects. The average length of time that parents had been involved in the juvenile dependency system in their current case when they were interviewed was 6.7 months (SD ϭ 5.18, Range ϭ 1-24 months). This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.
A scale was created for time spent in the system to distinguish between parents who were new to the system, primarily preadjudication, or disposition (1-2 months; 19.8%); parents who were in the postadjudication phase but who were still relatively new (3-6 months; 41.6%); parents approaching the legal deadline for child permanency (7-12 months; 27.7%); and parents involved for an extended time (12-24 months; 10.9%). Parents' reported level of education varied as follows: some high school (36.3%), high school diploma (24.5%), some college (32.4%), 2-year degree (2.9%), and 4-year degree (3.9%). No parent reported postgraduate training. For 76.5% of the parents, annual household income was less than $25,000. The remaining parents reported $25,000 -34,999 (15.7%), $35,000-$49,999 (5.9%), and $50,000-$74,000 (2.0%). Given that most parents reported an annual income below $25,000 and none reported income over $74,000, a dichotomous household income variable was created including parents who made less than $25,000 versus parents who made between $25,000 and $74,000. This cutoff distinguishes parents living below versus above the poverty line according to current poverty thresholds (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017) . Finally, approximately one quarter of the parents had been involved with the dependency system as a child or teenager.
Procedure
All procedures were approved by the University of California, Irvine Institutional Review Board. Approval also was secured from the dependency attorneys who represent parents in the large rural county where the study was conducted.
In the state of Florida, dependency hearings are open to the public (with the exception of Termination of Parental Rights Hearings). In the jurisdiction in which the study was conducted, hearings were primarily held in one courtroom. Thus, on data collection days, the lead researcher observed hearings, took written notes about the judge's decisions, and approached parents at the courthouse following their hearings. English-speaking parents who were at least 18 years of age were eligible to participate. The lead researcher explained the study and invited parents to take part in a 30-min survey. Those who agreed (about 90% according to the researcher's notes) were taken to a quiet area of the courthouse to complete the study. This procedure, first, allowed the researcher to verify the accuracy of parents' statements about their hearing by comparing statements to the researcher's notes. And second, the quiet location may have increased some parents' willingness to speak freely about their perceptions. Some parents provided spontaneous narrative accounts of their experiences. When this occurred, the lead researcher recorded parents' statements verbatim. Parents received a $25 gift card to a local grocery store for participating.
Parents were given a consent form at the outset and the lead researcher verbally reviewed the form with parents before they provided written consent. Parents were informed that the research was confidential and that the research was completely separate from the courts, their social workers, and their attorneys. Also, as an extra layer of protection, the research team obtained a certificate of confidentiality to protect parents' responses from legal subpoena.
Interview
The parent interview consisted of several parts. Those relevant to the current report are described here. Parts 1 and 2 asked about parents' general understanding of the dependency system, and Part 3 asked about parents' understanding of their case. Part 4 asked about demographic details and prior legal experiences. Other questions concerned parents' feelings toward the dependency system. These are not discussed further.
In Part 1, parents were asked to define nine terms commonly used in dependency court (e.g., case plan, family service worker, guardian). Terms were identified based on a review of court and child welfare websites designed to give legal participants guidance on the dependency process in Florida (e.g., Chapter 39, F.S.; Office of Criminal Conflict & Civil Regional Counsel, 2018) . Parents' responses were coded on a scale as 0 ϭ No correct information; 1 ϭ Partially correct, but incomplete; or 2 ϭ Correct and complete. An additional code for 'Personal or Evaluative' responses was included to distinguish the subset of parents who defined the term indirectly by referring to a specific facet of their case (see Table 2 for coding and sample responses).
In Part 2, parents' general understanding of legal procedures in dependency cases was evaluated via a vignette accompanied by follow-up questions. We modeled our vignette and questioning approach after the MacArthur Competence Assessment ToolCriminal Adjudication (MacCAT-CA; Poythress et al., 1999) , a widely used measure of legal competence that captures defendants' legal reasoning, understanding, and appreciation of the criminal justice system via a series of questions about a vignette. We created a vignette about a dependency case (i.e., maltreatment in which a father appeared to have injured his son, who was seen in the emergency room; a dependency case ensued as a result of repeated injuries, and the father attended multiple hearings). Questions about the vignette focused on respondents' understanding of what was happening as the case unfolded, including the roles of key personnel (e.g., parent and child attorneys) and the purpose of key hearings. Responses were coded on a 3-point scale: 0 ϭ No demonstration of knowledge or understanding; 1 ϭ Limited or partial understanding; or 2 ϭ Comprehensive understanding of relevant facts.
In Part 3, parents were asked about their own ongoing dependency case. The questions were modeled after prior studies of dependency case understanding in children. Parents were asked to name the hearing (e.g., Arraignment) that they had attended immediately prior to the study interview (coded on the following scale: 0 ϭ Incorrect or do not know, e.g., "Shelter Hearing" when it was the Arraignment Hearing; 1 ϭ Generic/nondescript response, e.g., "Dependency Hearing;" or 2 ϭ Correct). Parents also were asked, "What was the judge's most recent decision in your case?" Their responses were again coded on a 3-point scale: 0 ϭ No understanding or incorrect, 1 ϭ Limited understanding or partially correct, or 2 ϭ Complete understanding or correct.
In Part 4, parents were asked to provide demographic details, including the parents' age, gender, education, marital status, race/ ethnicity, and income, as well as whether and what contact they have had with the legal system, including the dependency system as children.
Reliability was established for the understanding questions on between 10 -28% of the sample between two trained researchers. This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
Coders discussed discrepancies to reach consensus. Proportion agreement across items and measures was Ն.87 and Kappas ranged from .75-.78.
Results
In preliminary analyses, measures of understanding were checked for skewness and kurtosis (all were normally distributed). Main analyses are presented as follows: First, because this is the first study of its kind, descriptive data on parents' responses are provided as a way of establishing baseline levels of legal knowledge in this population. Second, the associations among different indices of legal understanding are described. And finally, analyses testing whether demographic or background characteristics predict parents' understanding are reported.
Descriptive Analyses: How Well Do Parents Understand the Dependency System?
An initial goal of the current study was to identify how well parents understand the dependency system, in general and in relation to their own case. When we asked parents to define commonly used dependency terms, parents' mean definition score was 0.93 out of 2 (SD ϭ 0.35, range ϭ 0.00 -1.67, Cronbach's alpha ϭ .68), placing their understanding according to this measure slightly below a limited or partial understanding. Terms that seemed more difficult for parents to define were family preservation, dependency court, and dependent child (mean scores ranged from 0.35-0.73) as compared with terms such as case plan, guardian ad litem, and family service worker (mean scores ranged from 0.99 -1.18). When we examined parents' understanding according to their responses to the vignette, their mean scores were slightly higher, at 1.20 out of 2 (SD ϭ 0.33, range ϭ 0.30 -1.70, Cronbach's alpha ϭ .67). Parents seemed to have the most trouble describing the purpose of the Shelter, Arraignment, and Adjudication Hearings (mean scores ranged from 0.69 -0.88). Parents' performance was slightly higher when describing the job of the parent and child's attorney (Ms ϭ 1.26 and 1.13, respectively), but they struggled with the role of the state attorney (M ϭ 0.88). Finally, parents' performance was also better, though not comprehensive, when describing court processes such as the reasons the court might terminate a parent's rights (M ϭ 1.34). For percentages of complete and comprehensive understanding, see Figures 1 and 2.
We expected that, similar to parents' general understanding, specific understanding would be limited as well, an expectation that was confirmed. More than half of the parents (53%) did not know the name of the hearing that they had attended that very day, just before the interview took place. Another 26% provided only a general term, "Dependency Hearing," whereas approximately 21% of parents were accurate. Parents fared a bit better when asked, "What was the judge's most recent decision in your case?" A majority of parents displayed either a limited (54%) or compre- Note. The accuracy of definitions was determined according to public governmental court websites and legal dictionaries. The 0 -2 coding scheme was modeled after Saywitz et al. (1990) . Personal/evaluative responses (7.43% of total responses) are not included in subsequent understanding analyses given that the accuracy of these responses cannot be confirmed. Responses for the vignette were scored according to a 0 -2 scale, as has been done with other vignette knowledge assessment measures, such as the MacCAT-CA (Poythress et al., 1999) . This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.
hensive (34%) understanding, although 12% of parents provided no correct information. For example, one parent seemed to have an egregious misunderstanding of the timeline that the judge had just outlined within which she was required to complete her case plan. She thought that she had just weeks, whereas she actually had a full year. Whether this misunderstanding remained and affected her behaviors (e.g., perhaps she gave up under the impossibility of the situation) is unknown. Overall, when these misunderstandings are left unaddressed, parents may feel anxiety, stress, and inadequacy, all of which may impede their ability to engage in the case. Together, these results confirm our hypothesis by demonstrating that parents do in fact lack a comprehensive understanding of critical dependency terms, processes, and case-specific details about a recent hearing (see Figure 3) . These misunderstandings may have profound effects on both the legal case and the long-term outcomes of the families involved.
Correlational Analyses: What Are the Relations Among the Indices of Understanding?
Parents' mean definition and vignette understanding scores (i.e., their performance on the general legal knowledge items) were strongly correlated, r(105) ϭ 0.61, p Ͻ .001. A general understanding composite score was thus created by averaging the two (M ϭ 1.07, SD ϭ 0.31, range ϭ 0.25-1.63). In contrast, parents' answers to the questions assessing case-specific understanding of the hearing (i.e., name of hearing and judge's decision) were not significantly correlated, r(82) ϭ 0.08, p ϭ .48. Because parents' answer to the question about the judge's most recent decision likely more comprehensively captures their hearing understanding than does their ability to name the hearing, only the former is included in further analyses. Also of note, parents' understanding of the judge's decision could only be coded for 83% of the full sample because parents' responses had to be matched with observational notes from the dependency hearings to confirm accuracy, which was not possible for all cases.
When the correlation between the general understanding measures (i.e., mean of definition and vignette scores combined) and the specific understanding item (i.e., judge's decision) was examined, the more parents understood about the dependency system in general, the more they understood about their case, specifically, r(87) ϭ 0.28, p ϭ .009. For example, of the eight parents (7.6%) who answered all definition questions with partial or complete accuracy, all demonstrated at least a limited understanding of their hearing decision (i.e., none of these parents showed no understanding of their hearing).
Regression Analyses: How Do Demographic and Background Characteristics Relate to Parents' Legal Understanding?
Our third goal focused on demographic and background characteristics as predictors of parents' legal understanding, in general and in relation to their own case (see Table 3 for bivariate correlations between general and specific understanding and demographic variables). First, parents' general understanding was considered. A multiple linear stepwise regression was conducted predicting general understanding (the definition and vignette understanding composite) from parent age, gender, race (0 ϭ White, 1 ϭ Black or African American), level of education (6-point scale ranging from Some high school to Post-baccalaureate degree), household income (0 ϭ Less than $25,000, 1 ϭ $25,000 -$74,000), length of time in the dependency system scale (1-2 months, 3-6 months, 7-12 months, and 12-24 months), and contact (or not) with the dependency system as a child. This analysis tested hypotheses about whether parents of a minority race and lower socioeconomic status had less understanding of the system, while taking into account other potential predictors of understanding. (Exploratory interactions between combinations of individuallevel factors were tested using a two-step model in which the individual-level factors were entered first followed by each twoway interaction entered into separate analyses in the second step.) No interactions were significant. Thus, results of individual-level factors are reported.
The overall model was significant, F(7, 88) ϭ 9.57, p Ͻ .001, R 2 ϭ 0.432, and each individual-level factor, with the exception of annual household income, p ϭ .261, emerged as a significant predictor (see Table 4 for regression results). As parent age increased, so did general understanding, ␤ ϭ 0.181, t (88) This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
lower levels, ␤ ϭ 0.307, t(88) ϭ 3.53, p ϭ .001, as predicted. Participants who were involved in the system for longer periods of time demonstrated significantly greater understanding than parents who were newer to the system, ␤ ϭ 0.252, t(88) ϭ 3.03, p ϭ .003. Finally, participants who had prior contact with the dependency system as a child or teenager were more knowledgeable, in general, than parents who reported no prior contact, ␤ ϭ 0.219, t(88) ϭ 2.57, p ϭ .012. An identical multiple linear stepwise regression was conducted predicting parents' specific understanding of the judge's most recent decision in their case. The overall model was again significant, F(7, 72) ϭ 2.47, p ϭ .025, R 2 ϭ 0.193 (see Table 5 for regression results). However, only race emerged as a significant predictor. White parents demonstrated significantly greater understanding of the judge's most recent decision than African American parents, ␤ ϭ Ϫ0.326, t(79) ϭ Ϫ2.69, p ϭ .009.
Discussion
The current study was the first of its kind to systematically examine legal understanding in parents involved in ongoing juvenile dependency cases. Parents' behaviors in these cases and interactions with the courts and dependency professionals have long-term ramifications for children, parents, families, and society (Fang, Brown, Florence, & Mercy, 2012; Hois, 2007) . Any unnecessary hurdles or barriers placed in front of parents, such as those stemming from parents' lack of comprehension of the system and their case, may profoundly affect their behaviors, the case's progression, and ultimately the case outcome. As such, attention aimed toward how best to ensure that parents are prepared is imperative.
Our first prediction, namely that knowledge would be limited, was confirmed. Parents demonstrated, on average, a limited or This article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user and is not to be disseminated broadly.
partial general understanding of the system (e.g., they could only marginally define such terms as guardian, petition, or case plan). Moreover, when understanding of hearing decisions was examined, parents fared only slightly better. For instance, more than half of the sample demonstrated a limited understanding of the judge's specific decision in their most recent hearing, and 12% evidenced no understanding. However, as confirmation of our second hypothesis, the more parents understood generally, the more they understood about the decision in their specific hearing.
The deficits in knowledge we found among parents in the current study in response to our questions are similar to deficits observed in other legal populations across multiple types of measures. For example, 16-23% of adults show significant impairments on competency assessment examinations (Grisso, 1981; Poythress, Lexcen, Grisso, & Steinberg, 2006) . Unlike in dependency cases, in criminal cases, standards for competency exist, as do significant legal protections for defendants who appear to be unable to rationally understand their cases, make reasoned decisions, or reasonably consult with their lawyers. In dependency cases, not only are there no formal standards for parents, but there are also no formal or informal assessment tools available to determine how much parents even know (much less whether they can reasonably or effectively communicate with their lawyers). Further, it is virtually unknown as to how a lack of understanding on the part of parents impacts their decisions and behaviors throughout their case, and hence, the eventual outcome of the case.
Of course, had we probed in detail or asked parents to elaborate on their responses, more complete understanding may have been evident. Alternatively, we could have asked parents to talk about next steps for the parent in the vignette rather than answer structured questions about professionals' roles, hearings, and court processes. Finally, had parents been asked to talk with other parents about the system and to help other parents understand, more advanced understanding may have been revealed, similar to evidence that learning can at times be better expressed via teaching or narratives about the learned material (Linde, 2001 ) rather than expressed in response to standard testing.
We should add, though, that spontaneous accounts provided by parents suggest that our questions were nonetheless tapping into a general sense of confusion among many parents. For example, parents stated: "[I] don't know any [about the dependency court]"; "I really didn't know what today was about until I got here"; and another said, "I'm confused about what just happened." These statements highlight parents' recognition that they do not have adequate understanding of the system as it is unfolding. Overall, these statements, in conjunction with our quantitative findings, provide a strong rationale for the need for further assessments of understanding, including of other aspects (e.g., court mandates) and time points in the dependency process.
Finally, our third hypothesis was that several parent characteristics would predict variability in knowledge. Understanding was expected to be significantly lower for African American than White parents and those with lower rather than higher income and education. Poorer general legal understanding emerged among African American parents and those with lower levels of education, but not among parents who reported lower annual incomes. White parents in the current sample were more highly educated, on average, than African American parents, t(95) ϭ 2.73, p ϭ .008. As such, certainly greater education or perhaps nuances in quality of education could account, at least in part, for the differences in understanding of legal terms and processes (Woolard et al., 2008) . However, because education was included in our models, it does not fully account for our observed racial differences. Perhaps the way in which African American parents approach the system (e.g., with more caution given their general distrust of the justice system; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Montano, 1994) or the way in which dependency professionals approach these parents (e.g., presentation of less information given perceptions of parents' ability to understand legal concepts) contributed to the evident racial differences in legal understanding.
Similar to criminal cases, there is a great deal of racial disproportionality at every stage of the dependency process. African American children, compared with White children, are more likely to be removed from home and spend a greater amount of time in out-of-home care, and less likely to be reunified with their parents (Curtis, Dale, & Kendall, 1999; Garland et al., 2000; Garland, Landsverk, & Lau, 2003; Harris & Courtney, 2003; Hill, 2007; Morton, 1999; Sedlak & Broadhurst, 1996; Stoltzfus, 2005; U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, 2013; Wells & Guo, 1999; Wulczyn, Barth, Yuan, Jones-Harden, & Landsverk, 2005; Wulczyn, Hislop, & Goerge, 2000) . Underlying these trends are institutional biases, lack of cultural sensitivity in services and treatment programs, and inconsistencies in parental risk assessment (Bishop & Frazier, 1996; Ezzo & Young, 2012; Harris & Courtney, 2003; Rivaux et al., 2008; Wulczyn & Lery, 2007) , all of which may further perpetuate racial differences in experiences with the dependency system and contribute, in part, to African Americans' ongoing difficulties understanding the specific decisions in their case.
The lack of relation between income and understanding may be an artifact of the low variability and skewed income distribution in our sample (a large majority of parents lived below the poverty line and very few made up to $74,000). With greater variability, and the legal benefits associated with higher income (i.e., hiring a private attorney; only 3% of parents had done so in the current sample), associations between income and understanding might have emerged. However, this possibility may be difficult to test in this population given that dependency-involved families tend to be indigent regardless of jurisdiction or state (Bailie, 1997; Children's Defense Fund, 2005; Evans, 2004; Lee & Goerge, 1999) .
Other noteworthy characteristics also predicted general legal knowledge. With age and greater time in the system, understanding improved. However, parents' case-specific understanding was unrelated to time spent in the system. In other samples, although those with some involvement evidence greater knowledge than those without any contact (e.g., Cooper et al., 2010) , longer time in the system does not continue to significantly improve knowledge. Given the sheer number of hearings and meetings that parents are required to attend in dependency cases, we expected that time in the system would positively predict both general and case-specific understanding. However, this was only true for parents' general knowledge. Specific understanding was more consistent with prior studies and did not substantially improve with time.
Finally, parents who had previous involvement with the dependency system as a child and mothers (compared with fathers) understood the system better. It is possible that mothers' greater involvement in dependency cases, including their more consistent presence at hearings (Edwards, 2009; O'Donnell, Johnson, 
Theoretical and Practical Implications
Several theoretical and practical implications can be drawn from the study's results. First, when situated within the broader literature and theorizing on legal rights, procedural justice, and therapeutic jurisprudence, our findings suggest that more consideration be given to parents' experience of due process in juvenile dependency cases. Low levels of understanding may inhibit parents from receiving the intended benefits of their due process rights. For instance, even though parents have the right to counsel, if they do not understand the role of their attorney, it is unlikely that they can reasonably assist or work with their attorney to influence case decisions.
Moreover, parents' understanding may be related to important facets of procedural justice such as participant "voice" and "neutrality" in decision-making (Tyler, 2006) . These components involve the opportunity to express one's viewpoint and experience transparency in the way in which decisions are made (Burke & Leben, 2007) . If parents do not have a basic, general understanding of the system, it may be difficult for them to articulate or even hold a specific viewpoint about their case. In addition, judges may provide information about decisions made in hearings, but if parents do not understand these decisions, the judgments and outcomes can hardly be deemed "transparent."
With regard to therapeutic jurisprudence, if poor understanding is not addressed, parents' well-being may be adversely affected. That is, they may experience harm or stress stemming from confusion in an already difficult process (Smeeton & Boxall, 2011) . Future research could test these theories in greater depth by examining the relations between poor understanding, parents' wellbeing, compliance, and the courts' final decisions about family relationships. Bidirectional relations should also be examined, given that parents who are more compliant with services may be more engaged, and hence, have a better understanding of the system. Second, in practical terms, our findings shed light on those parents at greatest risk of poor understanding within the dependency system. As has been found in the criminal justice system, minority families are particularly at risk of having a lower understanding of the dependency system, both generally and with regard to specific details of their case.
Third, our findings highlight the need for assessments and programs to ensure that parents understand the general dependency process and important aspects of their case. A majority of parents we questioned only partially comprehended key aspects of dependency cases, including a hearing that they just attended. Parents shared concerns about a lack of dependency knowledge and limited opportunities to ask questions and receive answers about their cases. Thus, although creating and enforcing knowledge standards in dependency cases would potentially place a burden on the judicial system, failing to adequately address low parental understanding in dependency cases is likely far more costly-to families and society as a whole, and also to the children of these parents who need permanency and stability. These costs may come in the form of missed opportunities for family reunification (requiring the state to find and maintain foster homes or other placements for children, at times permanently separating siblings from each other) or families' reentry into the system because they were unable to participate as informed parties the first time around.
At the very least, jurisdictions should invest in programming aimed specifically at increasing parents' understanding, particularly programs that help all families understand, including fathers, parents who are new to the system, parents who have not had prior dependency contact as children, and parents from low educational and minority backgrounds. All of these parents are at high risk of poor understanding, and evidence-based programs may be especially beneficial in improving long-term outcomes for these children, parents, and families.
Recommendations for Policy and Practice
In future directions of this work for practice, juvenile dependency courts may consider investing in families in two key ways: (a) Assessing parents' understanding of their cases and (b) Providing opportunities for parents to increase their understanding. Of importance, implementing these procedures may be less costly than other measures (e.g., hiring more attorneys or social workers or paying for more of their time) and may contribute tremendously to parents' engagement in the system (Summers, Wood, Russell, & Macgill, 2012; Wood, Summers, Russell, Macgill, & McClellan, 2011) , including their presence at hearings and active participation in court-mandated services (e.g., counseling).
Assessments of parent understanding can be included in initial case planning and may provide an opportunity at the outset for parents to ask questions about how their case will work and to coordinate a plan for remaining informed as the case progresses. In terms of increasing parent understanding, a few counties (e.g., King County, WA; Contra Costa County, CA) have begun to implement programs to educate parents about their cases. Some involve creative strategies, such as inviting parents who have successfully navigated the system and reunified with their children (i.e., "veteran parents;" Summers et al., 2012 Summers et al., , p. 2036 to serve as sources of support for parents in ongoing cases (Cohen & Canan, 2006; . These programs are unique in that they give currently involved parents an opportunity to interact with "veteran parents" who have shared similar experiences and who can provide practical advice, connections to community resources, suggestions for self-advocacy, and support during meetings (Cohen & Canan, 2006 ). Initial findings demonstrate that these programs are associated with increases in parents' understanding of the dependency system, less anxiety about the process , and of particular importance, greater engagement with the system (Summers et al., 2012) . Even so, the parents in these programs still request more information, such as discussions of their own case and explanations of the system and the roles of dependency professionals , suggesting that they recognize their limited knowledge and the value that could come from understanding more.
Limitations and Conclusions
The current study provided an ecologically valid and novel test of parent understanding in dependency cases. Given that the design involved interviewing parents during ongoing cases, factors such This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.
as memory erosion (Bower, 2000) may have been less likely to affect parents' reported understanding or experiences, as might occur with retrospective studies. However, the study was also limited, in part, by the nature of how data were collected, highlighting the need for continued research on legal understanding and experiences in this important population. For one, the stressful nature of having participated in these perhaps confusing and challenging hearings may have increased parents' difficulty attending to and recounting case details, particularly because the interviews occurred on the same day as their hearings (see Deffenbacher, Bornstein, Penrod, & McGorty, 2004) . Although this was advantageous in terms of recruitment, it may be valuable to question parents several days after their hearing to assess their knowledge in a potentially less emotionally laden context. Also, our sample comprised exclusively parents who showed up at court, and included more mothers than fathers. Mothers are more likely to be involved and participate in their dependency cases than fathers (Edwards, 2009; O'Donnell et al., 2005) , and certainly their understanding is critical to the case. Fathers, though, also play a role in the progression and outcome of their cases. Obtaining information from both parents, whether they are together or not, would be a valuable addition to the study, as would collecting information from parents who fail to show for court, given that an estimated 45% of mothers and 64% of fathers are not present at early hearings . Finally, our initial crosssectional study must be followed by longitudinal research to evaluate, in a temporal and causal manner, the links between parents' understanding, behavior, and the case's outcome, especially in terms of parents' understanding of their own case and its requirements. Such investigations could further consider the broader culture and climate of social services and the courts to gain more comprehensive knowledge of parents' understanding and experiences. Despite these limitations, our study contributed valuable new knowledge. That is, we systematically examined, for the first time to the best of our knowledge, legal understanding in a critically important and marginalized population of legal participants (Dale, 2004; Smeeton & Boxall, 2011) . We assessed their understanding empirically, so that we could begin to lay the groundwork for what is typical in terms of parent understanding, where gaps exist, and where interventions to augment understanding might be needed. We also laid the groundwork for future work assessing more nuanced facets of legal understanding, and critically, whether better understanding predicts increased compliance and engagement. Ultimately, the decision to fully engage in the dependency system is up to the parents and families involved. However, to engage, parents also need to fully understand their cases. Such understanding would provide them with the power to improve the plight of their families.
